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Summary: 


After months of being in Prox, Felix is still getting used to his 
new daily life - and to his soulmate’s place in it. 


awakened in the cold 


There are times Felix can almost forget that he’s being kept 
in Prox against his will. 


As far away from Vale as it is and as alien as the Proxians are 
both in appearance and manner from anyone Felix has ever 
known, there’s still so much about both the place and the 
people that are familiar to him, that remind him of Vale and 
the people he’s known all his life. 


Felix finds familiarity in the Proxian houses with personal 
touches in every corner making them into homes, in the 
Sept that holds an air just as solemn as Vale’s own, and he 
finds familiarity in the people, too --- in Puelle’s stern but 
kindly demeanor so much like the Mayor and elders of Vale, 
in the children who run about playing childish little games 
and on occasion ask Felix for stories about life outside the 
village, and in Karst who’s more prone to hissing in warning 
than a stray cat but who reminds Felix so painfully of Jenna 
sometimes that it hurts and even in Agatio, her ever present 
companion, who isn’t so unlike the boys Felix called his 
friends back home for all that he’s a good deal bigger even 
at the same age. 


Felix even finds familiarity in Saturos sometimes, too. 


He finds himself reminded of Master Kraden when Saturos is 
teaching him about psyenergy and reminded of Master 
Brandulf when he’s teaching Felix how to use a sword, then 
finds himself reminded of own parents when Saturos takes 
him by the arm and strokes his fingers along Felix’s wrist, 
over the soulmark there, in an intimate gesture Felix has 
caught his father doing to his mother on more than one 
occasion. 


His mother had always flushed over it, turning as red as a 
strawberry in summer, and bitten her lip on a smile at his 
father, looking coyly up at him from under her lashes in a 
way that always made Felix think she looked far younger, 
like a girl in love for the first time more than a woman who'd 
been married for years. 


Felix has the flushing down pat himself - he can always feel 
his cheeks warming every time Saturos touches him gently - 
but he’s never smiled over it, he doesn’t think, just sort 
of...squirmed in place with a kind of discomfort he doesn’t 
know is good or bad, not knowing if he likes Saturos’ touch 
or if he hates it or how it makes him feel at all. 


There’s familiarity in every corner of Prox, but it’s things like 
that - things like Saturos touching him intimately and 
Saturos standing close behind Felix’s shoulder when he’s 
allowed to see his parents, listening to every word, and the 
fact that Felix is never allowed out of Saturos’ house alone, 
Saturos always with him or someone else who Saturos has 
given the duty to sticking close by - things like that are 
what pull Felix out of the familiarity when it washes over 
him, that remind him that for all the things this place has in 
common with Vale and all that its people have in common 
with his people, that this isn’t his home, that he’s a prisoner 
here even if his guards treat him kindly. 


Felix knows he can’t let himself forget that. He can’t let 
himself get too comfortable here. He already has days where 
he’s consumed with doubts about whether he’ll ever leave, 
as much as Saturos promises they'll be back in Vale one day 
- that they'll have to be to return to Mt. Aleph and make 
another attempt at the failed mission that put Saturos in 
Felix’s path to begin with - but Felix knows that if he ever 
gets to such a point that he doesn’t want to leave... 


Felix knows if it ever comes to that then he'll be lost entirely. 


Felix spends his first few months in Prox positive that 
Saturos has done something to his parents. 


Done something or said something to them, because there’s 
nothing else that can explain the way they look at Saturos 
so fearfully whenever he brings Felix by to see them or why 
their faces turn so pale or why they look at Felix with such 
deep, visceral concern and ask him in their quietest of 
voices if Saturos has done anything to hurt him or why they 
look so relieved when Felix says no. 


They're being held captive, a certain amount of fear is 
normal, but the people of Prox have treated them well in 
these circumstances and Puelle has assured them that 
nothing untoward will happen to them. 


They never react the same way when it’s Karst or Agatio or 
anyone else who takes Felix to see them, either, their 
reaction so specific to Saturos and only Saturos that Felix 
would be a fool not to notice the difference, to not notice 
that it isn’t the situation that’s terrifying his parents so 
much but Saturos himself. 


And while Felix is entirely aware of how intimidating a man 
Saturos is, he’s no more intimidating than Agatio who is a 
good deal broader and certainly louder than Saturos but 


who his parents only look at with curious trepidation and not 
outright terror. 


So, it stands to reason that for them to find Saturos more 
intimidating that the man had to have done something to 
intimidate them. This is clear to Felix from the start, from the 
moment he woke up on the road and saw his parents again, 
and it’s still clear to him every time Saturos is in his parents’ 
sight and he can see their reaction afterwards. 


It only takes Felix awhile to broach the subject - to feel 
comfortable enough to broach it, to feel like he can ask 
Saturos without his voice dying from his bad nerves before 
the question can leave his mouth - and of course, when he 
does, Saturos still doesn’t make it easy for him. 


“I’ve never laid a hand on either of your parents, Felix,” 
Saturos tells him once he finally gets up the nerve to 
actually ask as they’re leaving the cabin Felix’s parents and 
Kyle are staying in and heading back to Saturos’ own. 


Maybe his words would have been more reassuring had Felix 
not just seen his mother go so green she looked like she 
might faint just from seeing Saturos put his hand on Felix’s 
shoulder to tell him it was time for them to leave. 


Maybe. 


“| didn’t ask if you’d touched them,” Felix protests. “I asked 
why they're so afraid of you. I’m sure there’s plenty you 
could have said or done that didn’t involve laying your 
hands on them and | want to know what it was.” 


Felix still holds more than a little fear of Saturos himself, 
truth be told, but months of being in constant close 
proximity with the man have dulled it down over time. Felix 
sometimes gets the feeling Saturos even /ikes it when Felix 


is bold with him, when he feels safe enough to talk back, but 
the line between bold and disrespectful is a thin one and 
most of Felix’s still present fear is tied up in the possibility 
that some day he might cross that line without meaning to. 


Saturos has said he’d never irreparably harm Felix, that he’d 
never hurt his soulmate , but he’s also said that Felix will be 
punished if it’s warranted and Felix really doesn’t want to 
find out what a punishment from Saturos entails. 


There’s plenty that could be done to him that wouldn’t 
cause irreparable harm , after all, and Felix has no doubt 
that Saturos’ imagination is just as big as Felix’s own. 


His current words, however, thankfully don’t seem to be 
ones that Saturos finds objectionable. 


Saturos smirks at Felix from the side, giving him the same 
proud look he does when Felix manages to do well with his 
psyenergy or swordplay, obviously pleased that Felix 
managed to hear his words as literally as he meant them. 


“When you were still unconscious after | saved you from the 
river, it was necessary to make sure your parents were 
Suitably motivated to behave,” Saturos tells him plainly, not 
an ounce of guilt or regret in his tone. “I made sure they had 
that motivation.” 


Felix eyes him warily. “You mean you threatened them.” 


Saturos’ smirk turns into a winning, sharp-toothed grin. “I’ve 
always been highly skilled at using my words for the 
purpose of persuasion.” 


Felix snorts like the sound is forced out of him and then 
immediately feels like a monster for it, for finding any 


amount of humor in a man admitting that he’d threatened 
Felix’s family. 


“What did you say to them, then?” he presses. 


Saturos makes a dismissive noise. “Part of being skilled with 
words is knowing when it’s better to keep your mouth shut , 
Felix. It’s a skill | hope you’ll master as well as you’ve been 
mastering your sword.” 


Meaning that he isn’t going to tell Felix and that Felix needs 
to stop asking. Right . Message received. 


Still, Felix can’t help himself from prodding just a little, 
hoping Saturos will still see him as bold and not 
disrespectful. 


“It must have been something bad, then,” Felix tries lightly, 
“if you don’t want me to know about it.” 


“It doesn’t matter anyway,” Saturos says. His own tone is as 
airy as Felix’s own. “What | told them I'd do if they 
disobeyed will never happen, but it’s certainly convenient 
for them to think that it might. In any case it’s not 
something you need to concern yourself over, either for their 
sake or your own. | can’t imagine what monumentally stupid 
thing you’d have to do for me to feel that harming your 
parents would be the proper punishment but | doubt a smart 
boy like you would do anything to cause such a reaction - 
would you, Felix?” 


It’s a rhetorical question, little more than a door closing on 
the subject and a lock sliding in place behind it. Felix can 
tell and he isn’t stupid so he keeps his mouth shut and lets 
the silence fall between them. 


Skilled with words , Saturos had said and he’s right. 


Saturos’ words cut sharper than a knife, cutting away at 
Felix’s notion that he isn’t all that afraid of Saturos anymore 
like it’s no stronger than a loose thread hanging from a shirt. 


The one part of Prox that Felix doesn’t think he can ever get 
used to is sleeping with Saturos. 


It’s not like Felix hasn’t shared a bed with other people 
before - there were enough nights Jenna would crawl under 
the covers next to him, scared of a storm or complaining 
about a chill, or nights spent camping out in the wooded 
area near Master Kraden’s place when he’d have his bedroll 
placed so close to another person’s that it was quite the 
Same as sharing a bed anyway - but none of that meant 
anything, not really, nothing between he and them more 
than a familial bond or the bond shared between people who 
just want to be warm. 


Sharing a bed with your soulmate is different. Felix wagers 
that would be true even for people in more auspicious 
circumstances than he is with his soulmate. 


It’s awkward for him. 


It’s awkward to be aware of the awareness Saturos has for 
him, to be aware of his eyes dragging down Felix’s form as 
he gets dressed for sleep, the way he looks at Felix when 
Felix slides under the covers of his bed, something warm 
and possessive and cutting about it all at once. 


It's awkward when Saturos climbs into bed after Felix, too. 


Insomnia is one thing about Prox Felix isn’t familiar with. 
He’d never had so much trouble sleeping before he came 
here, used to be able to close his eyes and fall into his 
dreams the second his head hit the pillow and not wake up 
again until the sun’s rays were burning into his eyelids from 
where they beamed through his bedroom window. 


But in another man’s bed, in his soulmate’s bed, with 
Saturos’ form next to him radiating heat, Felix finds sleep 
isn’t as easy to come as it once was. 


If Saturos feels even half of the awkwardness Felix does, he 
doesn’t show it. He gets into bed with Felix that first night as 
comfortably as if he and Felix had shared a bed for a 
thousand nights already and he never once acts as anything 
but, seeming perfectly relaxed laying flat on his back - eyes 
closed, arms crossed behind his head, his breath slow and 
peaceful - even as Felix lies there next to him, tired eyes 
blinking up at the ceiling, feeling entirely too restless for 
any comfort of his own. 


Somehow, when Felix was a young boy back in Vale 
imagining what it might be like to share a bed with his 
soulmate one day, this wasn’t exactly the picture he had in 
mind. 


Then again, Felix had never imagined his soulmate being 
anything like Saturos, either. 


He squirms in bed again, shifting his position for the 
umpteenth time, biting back a frustrated sigh at his inability 
to just fall asleep. 


“If you think any harder, Felix,” Saturos murmurs from next 
to him, nearly startling Felix despite how soft his voice is, 


“your mind is going to catch of fire from the effort.” 


“Maybe it would be an improvement,” Felix shoots back 
without heat, voice low and rough from tiredness. “It would 
certainly help with the cold, at least, if not my ability to 
sleep.” 


Saturos sighs at that, long and drawn out, and then he’s 
shifting himself, moving to turn on his side, elbow resting on 
the bed and head propped on his fist to look down at Felix 
with an almost bored expression on his face that’s only 
bellied by the spark in his eyes. 


He lays his free hand on the center of Felix’s chest, his 
fingers caressing across it in a gesture that has Felix 
freezing in place, a shiver running through him at the 
feeling of his nipple hardening beneath his night shirt from 
Saturos’ touch so close to brushing over it but not quite 
making contact. 


Saturos takes Felix’s reaction in with all the watchfulness of 
a cat tracking the movements of a nearby bird - his look 
predatory and hungry - while Felix just lays there staring up 
at him with wide eyes, feeling uncomfortably vulnerable. 


“If you need help getting warm, you need only to ask,” 
Saturos says, silky tone heavy with implication. 


Felix swallows hard, his cheeks burning. He prays the light in 
the room is dim enough that Saturos can’t see his blush. 


“That’s---no, no, I’m fine,” he says and hates how high his 
voice sounds to his own ears. 


Saturos makes a doubtful noise and his hand drifts lower, 
palm a hot weight against Felix’s belly that sends tingles 
down his groin and makes him want to squirm under the 


light pressure of it. “We’re soulmates, Felix, | would be 
remiss in my duty to you if | didn’t attend to your needs...but 
if you’re sure---” 


“I’m sure,” Felix chokes out, and wonders if just saying it is 
enough, wonders if Saturos’ fingers will dig into his stomach 
like claws if he tries to shift away, wonders if the man’s hand 
will go lower despite Felix’s protestations, if he’ll force the 
issue. 


He wonders why in all the months of sleeping in this bed, he 
hasn’t worried about this before. 


Some people think soulmates are entitled to each others’ 
bodies, Felix knows. Even in Vale , there are people who’d 
Say a man can’t rape his soulmate, that they’re marked as 
his to do as he pleases with them and that’s all there is to it. 


With a jolt of anxiety, Felix realizes he has no idea whether 
Saturos is the sort to believe such a thing or not. 


A little smirk plays at the edge of Saturos’ mouth, almost 
like he can tell what Felix is thinking, like he’s amused by it 
- by Felix’s nervousness, his fear - but then the expression is 
slipping away and Saturos’ hand is slipping off of Felix’s 
body as suddenly as it was placed on him and the man is 
shifting to lay on his back once more. 


“Alright, Felix, if that’s what you want,” Saturos sighs, 
closing his eyes and bringing his arms back up to fold 
behind his head. “Try to get some sleep and feel free to 
wake me up if you change your mind, hmm?” 


Felix stares at Saturos’ relaxed form incredulously, his 
heartbeat still pounding an anxious pace in his chest like it 
thinks Saturos’ hand is still on him. 


Sleep, he said? 


How in the world is Felix going to do that now ? 


“You look like horse shit,” Karst tells him the next day. 
They're sitting next to each other on a snow covered bench 
in the courtyard while Agatio hacks away at a dummy with 
his sword not far away. “There are these dark circles under 
your eyes, it’s like you got punched in both of them - did 
you?” 


Her voice and the look on her face both hold far too much 
excitement about the prospect of Felix being hit for Felix’s 
tastes but after months of knowing Karst, Felix is hardly 
surprised and doesn’t take it personally. 


He sighs, his breath visible in the cold air, and wraps his 
heavy cloak more tightly around himself. “No, Karst, no one 
punched me. | just didn’t get much sleep is all.” 


Karst smirks at him and raises a mocking brow. “Saturos 
kept you up late, did he?” 


The implication in her voice is as loud as a bell and heat 
pools in Felix’s cheeks at it against his will. He cuts a glare of 
warning at Karst which does absolutely nothing to deter the 
girl and only serves to make her laugh. 


It’s a sound Felix has rarely heard since he first met Karst 
and he thinks it’s a shame, how little Karst tends to laugh 
when she has such a nice one. If only she would direct the 


sound at something other than him, Felix thinks he might 
actually enjoy hearing it. 


“I| don’t know why you’re acting so delicate over it,” Karst 
says, shaking her head. “It’s been months, it’s not like 
everyone doesn’t already know you’re sharing Saturos’ bed.” 


“I’m not sharing it like that ,” Felix protests. 


Karst makes a dismissive noise. “You’re soulmates, of course 
it’s like that .” 


“Except that it isn’t!” Felix shoots back quickly, his voice 
much louder than he means it to be, loud enough that it has 
Agatio pausing his training to cast a curious look in their 
direction, eyes darting between Felix and Karst like he’s 
wondering if he might have to intervene. 


Felix’s face feels half-frozen in the cold but it doesn’t stop 
his cheeks from burning with humiliation. 


Next to him, Karst eyes him like he’s some curious beast she 
found hiding under a rock that she’s deciding whether to 
poke at with a finger or jam her sword through and call it a 
day. 


“He isn’t---” Karst starts before stopping herself, mouth 
twisting in a grimace like she ate something bad, as if she 
doesn’t like the taste of her own words on her tongue. 
“Saturos isn’t...forcing himself on you, is he?” 


Felix nearly chokes on his own spit at the question, a 
startled noise rips its way out of his throat, and he stares at 
Karst, agog in disbelief. 


Karst lets out an exasperated huff at his expression and 
throws her hands in the air. “Well, | don’t know! What do you 


want me to think when you're sitting there acting like 
people thinking you’re actually with your soulmate is the 
worst thing in the world?” 


“| don’t - | don’t want you or anyone else to think anything 
about me!” Felix replies, aghast. “I mean, you get that I’m a 
hostage here, right? That Saturos and your sister kidnapped 
me and my parents? I’m not - it’s not my choice to be here, 
in this place.” 


Karst blinks at him, her face blank. 


“Yes,” she says, dragging the word out slowly like Felix is a 
simpleton she’s speaking to. “But what does that have to do 
with anything?” 


Felix lets out a short laugh that sounds half-hysterical even 
to his own ears, not a shred of humor in it. “What do you 
mean what does it have to do with anything? How can you-- 


” 


“| mean , you absolute ass,” Karst cuts in, “that you found 
your soulmate! You’re with him, here . Do you know how rare 
that is for our people? | can’t even remember the last time 
anyone here had an outsider’s mark and it didn’t end in 
some tragic story where they died miserable and alone. 
Maybe being here isn’t the same as whatever sweet story 
you had all dreamed up in your head but at least you found 
each other. Doesn’t that count for anything?” 


Karst’s eyes bore into him, bright with annoyance and 
burning question both, and Felix is suddenly reminded that 
Karst has an outsider’s mark, too, just like Saturos, that 
she’d mentioned it when they first met then got defensive 
when he’d asked more about it like she hadn’t meant to 
mention it at all. 


She’d changed the subject and glared at him with a glint in 
her eyes that dared him to keep pushing it and he hadn’t 
then, as he isn’t stupid and hadn’t known her well enough 
yet to realize she’s more bark than bite, and the topic of her 
soulmark had never come up again - Felix has never felt like 
it’s his place to bring it up and he imagines Karst views 
talking about the subject of soulmates and relationships like 
a cat views water: a little is necessary to stay alive but being 
drenched in it is a fate that should be avoided at all costs all 
the same. 


Now with Karst looking at him so, Felix wonders how much 
thought she’s given to he and Saturos after all - did they 
give her hope that she might find her own soulmate some 
day? Or did Felix’s reticence towards Saturos make her hope 
that she wouldn’t to spare herself from having to deal with 
the same from her own soulmate? 


Felix swallows hard and looks away from her. He can’t stand 
the pressure he can feel in her gaze, so sharp he feels like it 
could flay him alive. 


“| don’t know,” he answers her honestly, if inadequately. “l 
don’t know how I’m supposed to - to feel about him or what 
l'm supposed to do or anything. | just - | don’t know, Karst.” 


Karst huffs. 


“ Well ,” she says, and Felix doesn’t have to look at her to 
know she’s probably rolling her eyes at him. “Maybe you 
should try figuring that out.” 


Felix would smile at her bluntness if he felt much like 
smiling, but he doesn’t. 


“Maybe | should,” he says instead, keeping his voice 
purposefully blank. 


“Good, you do that,” Karst shoots back, still vexed. 


A beat passes and then she adds in a much lower voice, “but 
he isn’t, right? Saturos isn’t...hurting you or anything?” 


“No, of course he isn’t,” Felix answers quickly, but as soon as 
the words are out of his mouth his mind flashes back to the 
night before, to Saturos next to him in bed looking down at 
him, his hand on Felix’s chest and a smirk playing about his 
lips while Felix worried about what would happen next. 


Felix thought then, in that moment, that Saturos might - 
that he might do something to him - and Saturos hadn’t but 
still, that worry was there, and Felix can remember the ghost 
of it so vividly that his stomach churns anxiously even now 
with Saturos nowhere in sight but that wouldn’t always be 
the case, would it? 


He’s living with Saturos, still attached to him even if the 
chain binding them together is a rather long one. He'll still 
be sharing Saturos’ bed, still be back there tonight and the 
next night and the next one after that. 


Will he have to always worry about how safe he is with his 
own soulmate? From now on until he got back to Vale, 
whenever that would be? From now on until forever, even? 


Felix doesn’t want to talk about this with Karst, doesn’t want 
to talk about this with anyone, but she’s the closest thing he 
has to a friend in Prox and so if it’s not her then it’ll be no 
one and Felix has never been the type to like keeping things 
bottled inside. 


It’s that she’s known Saturos all her life that has him 
conceding, too, and that her sister is the closest thing 
Saturos has to a friend and Karst and Menardi are as close as 
he and Jenna ever were - they’re open with one another, 


honest with one another, they talk about everything and 
Saturos is probably included in that. 


Karst, Felix thinks, likely has a more informed view of 
Saturos than anyone else in Prox except perhaps Menardi 
but Felix doesn’t think Menardi would be so open to talking 
with him about his worries. She’d probably laugh at him - 
worse, she’d probably go right to Saturos to tell him all 
about how Felix is afraid that he'll take liberties with him in 
bed without Felix’s consent, and Felix hasn’t a clue how 
Saturos would react to that. 


No, Karst is the best person to ask. Karst might laugh at him, 
too, but she won’t tell Saturos - he’s sure of it - and he 
hopes she won’t tell Menardi, either. Still, even if she does, 
he thinks it'll be worth it if only for the chance to assuage 
some of his concern. 


So Felix asks her, voice quiet and uncertain, “do you - do 
you think that he would?” 


Karst turns to look at him, face scrunched up unpleasantly. 
“What?” 


“Saturos,” Felix clarifies, his hand fiddling nervously in his 
lap with a loose thread in the cloak wrapped around him. 
“Would he hurt me? He hasn’t , but sometimes | think - | 
worry that -“ 


His voice trails off but Karst’s face smooths out and he 
knows she understands what he’s saying. 


She looks away from him again and she’s quiet for a 
moment, thinking. 


“I’ve never heard of him doing that,” Karst finally says and 
Felix holds his breath of relief in his throat like it’s a secret. 


“He’s always been sharp with his words, scarier than anyone 
lve ever met, and I’ve heard he’s merciless in a fight but 
lve never heard of him being that sort of man, not to 
anyone in Prox or anyone outside of it. Before he showed up 
with you, | never even saw him show any interest in another 
person at all. Figured he thought himself above that sort of 
thing.” 


She lifts a shoulder in a shrug that brushes against Felix’s 
own and jostles him where he sits. 


If Felix didn’t know better, he’d almost think the touch was 
meant to be comforting. 


“I don’t know what goes through his head when he’s with 
you,” Karst goes on, “but | Know only a stupid brute would 
hurt his soulmate like that and Saturos isn’t stupid and he 
isn’t a brute. If | were you, I’d worry more about him using 
his words to convince you to do what he wants than his 
fists.” 


She stops talking then and Felix doesn’t know what he 
should say in response so he ends up saying nothing at all. 
The courtyard around them goes silent except for the thuds 
and grunts coming from Agatio whacking away at his 
wooden enemy, still not even close to being tired out. 


Karst’s words don’t tell Felix anything he doesn’t already 
know himself, not really, but Felix finds himself a little less 
burdened than before anyway, like hearing someone else 
say what he already thought - already hoped - was true has 
only made his own resolve stronger. That Karst hadn’t 
laughed at him - that she’d taken his question seriously and 
answered him thoughtfully - warms him, too. It makes him 
feel a little less alone to have someone he can talk to about 
the things that ail him. 


He only hopes now that he and Karst are both right about 
Saturos, about what kind of man he is. Maybe not a good 
one or a particularly kind one, but not an evil one, either. 
Felix doesn’t think his soulmate is a man who's particularly 
easy to know, but he has to believe that he knows at least 
that much to be true. 


Something cold and wet lands on Felix’s nose and his hand 
comes up to swipe it off instinctively. He looks up and blinks, 
squinting at the white sky and the little flecks starting to 
drift down from it in a slow dance to the ground. 


“It’s snowing,” Felix says, and Karst shifts next to him, tilting 
her head up to see for herself before letting out a humph 
and looking away. 


r 


“Its always snowing,” she replies, sounding bored. “We're 
going into the dregs of winter now. It starts off all light like 
this and then it starts coming down like the clouds are 
falling out of the sky themselves. Watch it, we’re all going to 
be stuck inside for a month once that happens.” 


Felix turns his head to look at her so quickly, the movement 
makes his neck twinge with pain. 


“A month ?” he parrots in disbelief. 


“If not longer,” Karst says with a shrug, unaware of Felix’s 
growing horror. “We Proxians are made of stronger stuff than 
humans like you, but even we can’t take staying out very 
long during this part of winter once the blizzards really start. 
Everyone will be gathering supplies up soon and hunkering 
down until it passes.” 


“But—you can’t be serious, Karst!” Felix insists. Staying 
inside for a whole month? More than that? Felix has never 
stayed indoors for such a long stretch of time in his life! 


Karst casts a glance at him from the side and a knowing 
smirk slowly grows across her face. “Worried about being 
snowed in with Saturos for so long, are you?” 


Felix sputters, face burning at her words. He hadn’t been 
worried about it because he hadn’t yet thought about it but 
now that he has - 


Whatever the look on his face is must be amusing because 
Karst lets out a peal of laughter at the reaction. 


She hops up from the bench still grinning, brushing 
snowflakes off her clothes when she stands. Off a little from 
them, Agatio notices that she’s gotten up and pauses in his 
training. Karst waves in his direction, motioning him to come 
over, and Agatio immediately sheaths his sword and begins 
walking towards them, dummy forgotten in the snow. 


"m 


“Unfortunately,” Karst drawls, looking down at Felix with 
amusement still glittering in her eyes. “I am serious. | need 
to go home to figure out what we need in our stores. I’ve 
been meaning to do it for days already and Menardi will kill 
me if it’s still not done by the time the snow really starts 
coming down.” 


Meaning to do it for days , she says, but this is the first time 
Felix has heard of it. 


“But--” Felix starts, standing up from the bench himself, but 
Karst shakes her head and holds up a hand to stop him. 


” 


“Sorry, Felix,” she says, not sounding particularly sorry at 
all. “Agatio can take you home.” 


Karst’s words don’t leave any room for argument or further 
conversation of any other sort, either, and while Felix has a 
list of questions at the tip of his tongue that he’s dying to 


spit out, he knows he won't gain anything from it except for 
landing himself firmly on Karst’s bad side and gaining 
whatever headache comes with it. 


So Felix bites his tongue and nods in reluctant agreement. 
“Fine,” he sighs and Karst grins at him, pleased. 


“Good boy,” she says, tone full of mocking approval. She 
reaches up to pat Felix on his head like a dog who just 
performed a neat trick, snorting a laugh when Felix 
automatically jerks back from her touch, and then starts 
walking away, her laughter still ringing in the air. 


Felix realizes suddenly that he’s heard Karst laugh more 
today than he has in the months he’s been in Prox and every 
ounce of her laughter has been directed at him. 


A little voice in Felix’s head tells him the reason he doesn’t 
resent her for it is because she reminds him so much of 
Jenna, that her laughter isn’t malicious but the same kind of 
thing he knows a little sister would laugh at him about. 


Felix pushes that voice down as far as it will go and leaves it 
there. He’s not in the mood to think of Jenna now and deal 
with the worry and homesickness such thoughts will bring. 
He’s rarely in the mood for such a thing, really, but 
sometimes it’s more easy to avoid than others. Thankfully, 
this time it’s easy, his mind crowding with more present 
worries and not leaving much room for the ones back in 
Vale. 


Agatio reaches Felix once Karst is a bit away, coming to a 
stop and watching her retreating back for a moment before 
turning to look down at Felix with a questioning look on his 
face. 


“Going home?” Agatio asks, bouncing on the balls of his feet 
where he stands like he hates staying still for even a 
second. 


The question rings so oddly in Felix’s ears, like a song being 
played on an instrument that’s just slightly out of tune. 


Home is such a long way from where Felix is now, it’s not 
Prox or Saturos’ house here or anything close, but - 


“Yeah,” Felix sighs, answering Agatio anyway. “Going home.” 


Saturos is sitting at the table when Felix comes in, leaning 
back in his chair with his feet propped up on the table itself 
and a tome of a book held open on his lap that his eyes are 
concentrated on. 


He’s a picture in relaxation for all but a moment, but he 
looks up as soon as Felix comes through the door and the 
picture is broken. Saturos closes the book at seeing him, 
folding his hands over the cover and turning all of his 
attention on Felix rather than whatever is written in those 
pages. 


Felix spares the book a cursory glance, curious at what it’s 
about, but when he can’t tell anything about it from the size 
of it or the unembelished maroon-colored binding, his eyes 
dart back to Saturos. 


Felix is half-surprised to see him but he doesn’t know why. 
He supposes from Karst’s words that he’d imagined the 


people of Prox would be in a mad-dash to prepare but on his 
walk to Saturos’ house, he’d seen nothing but the usual 
sights of children playing and the occasional adult walking 
about. Saturos himself looks unconcerned and unrushed 
where he sits but then again, Felix can’t imagine Saturos 
being visibly concerned about much of anything - much less 
the weather. 


Felix wonders, a bit hopefully, if maybe Karst had been 
pulling his leg after all. 


“You're back earlier than | thought you'd be, Felix,” Saturos 
says. “Everything alright?” 


His tone and the look in his eyes are both deceptively light, 
curious but with a sharp hint of danger lurking in the 
background. It would seem to Felix like he almost expects 
for something to have gone wrong that he’ll need to end up 
addressing, but at this point Felix imagines this is just how 
Saturos is - the danger, the promise of threat, the 
expectation that he’ll need to deal with something or 
someone and do so harshly are parts of Saturos that are 
present in every word he speaks, every interaction he has, 
no matter how mundane. 


After so many months, it no longer makes Felix feel quite as 
on edge as it did when he’d first woken up after the Mt. 
Aleph boulder and had taken every hint of hidden threat in 
Saturos’ words as an imminent one to his person. 


“I’m fine,” Felix tells him, unfastening his cloak as he makes 
his way over to the other chair at the table. 


He pulls the cloak off of himself and slings it over the back 
of the chair, pretending that he doesn’t catch Saturos’ eyes 
roving up his body once it’s no longer quite as covered but 
he’s unable to stop the heat flooding his cheeks entirely. 


When he pulls the chair out so he can take a seat and then 
shuffles it closer in to the table, his knees brush against 
Saturos’ under it, and Felix pretends he doesn’t notice that 
either. 


The point of contact sends a pleasant little shiver up Felix’s 
leg and he can tell from the little upturn of Saturos’ lips that 
it doesn’t go unnoticed. 


Felix thinks to himself that maybe he’s not quite good at 
pretending after all. 


“But Karst did tell me something interesting,” Felix 
continues, keeping his eye on Saturos’ expression the whole 
time. “She said we’re all going to be snowed in soon.” 


Saturos doesn’t react but to keep gazing at Felix placidly, 
like he’s waiting for Felix to go on, to react himself. He 
doesn’t smile, doesn’t laugh, doesn’t tell Felix Karst had told 
him a bad joke. 


Hope dwindling, Felix adds on nonetheless, “She said we’d 
be snowed in for months. ” 


And finally Saturos blinks, but his words aren’t what Felix 
wants to hear by a long shot. 


“Yes, | suppose it is that time of year again,” Saturos says as 
simply as can be and something of Felix’s disappointment - 
his horror - must show on his face because Saturos is letting 
out a bark of a laugh a second later. “It’s nothing to look so 
sour about, Felix. Seasons change everywhere. Here, it 
snows all the time. It’s just that for a few months it snows a 
little harder and gets a little colder than it’s pleasant to walk 
around in. Then it stops and for awhile, it gets a bit less cold 
and it snows a little less.” 


“It’s not the snow | have a problem with,” Felix responds and 
he’s not even sure whether he’s lying or not. The snow isn’t 
so bad like it is, he supposes, if only he could see the grass 
beneath it and feel the sun on his face every once in awhile. 
Spring has always been his favorite season in Vale and it 
seems like a lifetime since he experienced it last. “It’s being 
trapped inside because of it for so long that | don’t like the 
thought of.” 


“A month,” Saturos says dismissively. “Maybe two or three. 
It’s not that long.” 


Felix makes a distressed little noise in the back of his throat. 
“But it is! Why didn’t you tell me about this yourself before? 
Do we even have everything we need for that long? And - 
my parents! What are they--” 


Saturos stands so suddenly his chair screeches as it’s 
pushed back on the floor. 


Felix finds his words dying and his mouth snapping shut at 
the noise, at having Saturos suddenly towering over him, at 
both. 


Saturos doesn’t look angry or even annoyed, his expression 
unreadably blank, but Felix can’t help the nervousness that 
overcomes him anyway or the way it builds when Saturos 
takes a calm, measured step closer to him and then another 
and another until he’s just scant inches away from Felix. 


Saturos sits down on the table itself, then, and Felix tenses 
when he raises his hand, half-expecting - what? To be hit? To 
be gripped harshly? - but Saturos only runs that hand 
through Felix’s hair, down his neck, across his throat where 
it rests just long enough for Felix to swallow instinctively 
and to feel his Adam’s apple bob against Saturos’ fingers 
before that hand is slipping away. 


The touch has Felix shivering, jittery in his seat, and staring 
up at Saturos with wide, nervous eyes. 


Saturos has touched Felix before, of course - a hand on his 
wrist, on the back of his neck or the small of his back - but it 
still catches Felix by surprise every time. Combined with 
having the full weight of Saturos’ gaze on him, Felix doesn’t 
just feel caught but horribly ensnared, an animal with its leg 
in a trap with the person who set the trap crouching down to 
take in the sight of it stuck there. 


“| didn’t tell you about this because | didn’t want you to 
spend the last few months leading up to it in a state of 
dread, Felix,” Saturos says, his voice low in a way that Felix 
thinks is meant to be soothing and probably would be if only 
Saturos’ soothing didn’t sound so menacing instead. “You're 
a smart boy but even the most intelligent people will do 
stupid things when they know something they won't like is 
ahead of them if they’re desperate enough to avoid it.” 


Stupid things. Felix can read between the lines. 
“You thought I’d run away,” he says faintly. 


Saturos smiles, just a little, and there’s something almost 
rueful in the expression. “The thought has crossed my mind 
more often than you know.” 


He sighs then and continues, “And as for your other question 
- yes, we have enough supplies to last us through the worst 
of winter and longer, even if it runs on. There’s a cellar 
under the house, you know, and the door is right,” he points 
to a rug covering a section of floor underneath a window 
that has a large trunk on top of it, “under there. There’s 
plenty of food, drink, wood for the furnace, extra furs. 
Enough for the both of us to be comfortable here until it’s 


over. l'II take care of you, Felix. You won’t suffer for 
anything.” 


Saturos obviously means to reassure him but in reality his 
words have only made Felix feel more anxious by making 
the coming months seem all the more real, so much more of 
a guarantee than just an abstract idea. 


And yet it’s not only himself that Felix is concerned with. 


“And my parents?” he presses. “Kyle? Where will they be? 
Who’s going to take care of them?” 


Saturos shrugs, unconcerned. “They'll be where they have 
been. Puelle will be with them, along with the other elders. It 
won’t be the most exciting company but they won’t starve or 
freeze. They'll be kept well, too.” 


Kept well, Felix thinks, but also kept away. It doesn’t take 
much thought to realize that if his parents are snowed in 
with Puelle and Felix is snowed in with Saturos, he won't be 
seeing much of them for the duration - or, he realizes, he 
won’t be seeing anything of them at all. 


Felix doesn’t know why he asks his next question. He knows 
what the answer will be the second the idea crosses his mind 
but he still finds himself quietly saying, “And | guess that 
you won’t let me stay with them, will you?” 


Felix knows the request will be denied. Saturos will never let 
him be separated from him for so long and the man is 
entirely too asocial to consent to being cooped up with 
Felix’s parents for so long, either. 


Somehow, though, it still hurts when Saturos does exactly 
what Felix expects him to do. 


“No, Felix, | won’t,” Saturos confirms and while there’s 
nothing cruel about the way he says it or the way he looks at 
Felix when he does, there’s also nothing sympathetic about 
it either. 


Felix feels his eyes stinging unexpectedly and he jerks his 
gaze away from Saturos to stare at the fire instead, 
swallowing thickly past the tightness in his throat. 


He feels like crying and he doesn’t know why - doesn’t know 
why now when he hasn’t felt like it once in the last few 
months. He hadn’t felt like crying when he first woke up and 
found that he was a hostage and hadn't even wanted to cry 
that first night in Prox when he’d found himself having to 
Share Saturos’ bed, lying there awake next to a frightening 
man in the dark. 


But now here he is faced with the prospect of being 
separated from his parents for longer than he’s ever been in 
his life and Felix wants to sob like a child. 


Saturos sighs heavily. Felix can feel the breath of it on his 
Skin. 


A hand comes to rest on Felix’s knee, the heat of it seeping 
in to his skin even through the fabric, and though the touch 
makes him tense and want to squirm against it or away from 
it one, he still refuses to turn and look at Saturos. 


“You'll be fine, Felix,” Saturos says, more exasperation in his 
tone than sympathy still - like he doesn’t know why Felix is 
so bothered, like he doesn’t particularly care if Felix is 
bothered at all for Felix’s sake but only for the sake of his 
own patience. “Fine with me . If you can trust nothing else, 
then at least trust that | have a vested interest in making 
sure of that.” 


“ Fine ,” Felix repeats and he’s surprised at the brattiness in 
his own voice, “but not happy. You have no interest in 
whether I’m that.” 


The hand on his leg tightens momentarily, long enough for 
Felix to turn his gaze back to Saturos in mild alarm, but the 
pressure releases the second his eyes are back on the man. 


Saturos’ eyes are sharp and warning, his mouth spread in a 
little closed-lip smile as thin as a razor blade. 


When he speaks, Felix is hyper aware of every glimpse he 
sees of the sharp teeth in his mouth. 


“I'd prefer to have you happy than to have you miserable, 
Felix, but I’d prefer to have you miserable than to not have 
you at all.” 


Saturos leans in to Felix then, his face just a breath away 
from Felix’s own, his eyes holding Felix’s gaze as if he means 
to trap Felix with a look. He squeezes Felix’s knee again and 
this time holds the touch, the pressure of it just on the verge 
of being painful but not quite. 


Felix resists the impulse to try to pull away, but just barely. 
“Do you understand?” Saturos asks, voice low and grave. 


And Felix does understand. He understands it as clearly as 
the light of day, but his mouth stays pointedly, stubbornly 
closed regardless. 


Saturos’ eyes bore into him, compelling him to answer, and 
Felix knows he’s being childish by refusing to and being 
foolish on top of it for feeling like keeping his mouth shut 
gives him any shred of power in this situation - much less 


any power over Saturos - but Felix continues to refuse all 
the same. 


If he’s being childish, Felix reasons, then it’s only because 
he’s yet still a child and if he’s being foolish then Felix feels 
that he has the right to be - he’s been smart so far before 
now, watched his words and his actions, done his best not to 
do anything that might make Saturos angry because that’s 
what feels safe, what feels easy. 


Easy not only for him, but for Saturos too, Felix realizes, and 
he doesn’t think he owes it to Saturos to make everything 
easy for him, to not be difficult. 


Felix is allowed to be difficult, anyone in his situation would 
be, and he resents feeling like he’s the one being 
unreasonable for being that way. 


But Saturos still looks at him, still silently demands an 
answer, an acquiescence, and despite his resolve, Felix feels 
a horrible certainty lying under it that tells him that he’s 
going to break down and give it regardless of how little he 
wants to. Worse than that is the horrible certainty even 
further down that tells him it doesn’t matter if he agrees or 
not. 


Because the thing about being kept somewhere against your 
will is that you don’t have a choice, not about anything - 
that, at best, you have only the illusion of having a choice 
that’s handed to you by your captor but that isn’t really the 
right to choose at all. 


And the thing about forgetting that you’re being kept 
against your will, however temporarily, is that there’s always 
a moment when you realize that you’ve forgotten and then 
you remember again. 


Something of Felix’s realization must show on his face, he 
must look pale in a way that has nothing to do with 
spending the last few months with the sun barely ever 
touching his skin, because Saturos’ harsh grip on his knee is 
loosening to a soft hold and there’s a look that passes across 
his face that Felix would think is remorse on anyone else - 
anyone other than Saturos who Felix refuses to believe has 
ever felt a second of remorse in his life. 


“Felix,” Saturos begins softly, but the tone is ruined by the 
assessing, calculating way he sizes Felix up. “You must know 
that | haven’t deluded myself into thinking this situation is 
fair to you. | do realize that none of this is fair to you, but---” 


“---life isn’t fair?” Felix hazards a guess, so bitterly his 
tongue aches from the acrid sting of it. 


Saturos smiles a small little thing that’s sliding away 
seconds later, so fast Felix wonders if he imagined it. 


“No, life isn’t fair, the world isn’t fair, and men in possession 
of someone they want who they know in the pit of their 
hearts would like nothing more than to be free of their 
possession are the most unfair monsters in the world,” 
Saturos pauses and looks at Felix knowingly then, “as I’m 
sure you feel quite strongly now. But what | was going to say 
is that | have tried to be fair to you, as much as I can be. I’ve 
tried to make you comfortable, to see to your needs, to make 
sure you’re...content, even if you’re not happy. But there are 
some things | won’t give you. Things | know that | could, that 
a better man would, but that | won’t.” 


“My freedom isn’t just some thing ,” Felix responds with 
passion. “And it shouldn’t be yours to give or to take away, it 
should be mine alone to do what | want with it. You’re so - so 
selfish that you think you can just keep me here, tell me 


what to do, give me rules to follow like you own me and act 
like making me decide between being happy about it and 
just dealing with it in silent misery is any choice at all.” 


Felix stops himself, lightheaded from how quick his 
breathing is and how hard his pulse is pounding in his chest, 
and stares up at Saturos searchingly. 


“Do you honestly want the rest of our lives to be like that?” 
Felix asks him in a hush born out of fear of the answer. “Do 
you expect me to be just - content to be all but a hostage 
forever?” 


Saturos grimaces and Felix hates that he can’t tell whether 
the expression is natural or not, whether it’s in response to 
something Saturos actually feels or if it’s something he’s 
putting on for Felix’s sake - to sway or manipulate, to break 
Felix’s anger down to compliance. 


“No, | don’t want that.” Saturos slides his hand back and off 
of Felix’s leg, moving it to rest on the table he sits on. He 
leans back to peer down at Felix thoughtfully, the lines of 
his face relaxed and pensive. “Things won’t be like this 
forever, Felix. Someday soon we'll go back to Vale. We'll get 
the elemental stars and use them to light the lighthouses 
and once our quest is completed, l'Il make sure your parents 
make it safely back home.” 


“And me? After your quest is done, what happens to me?” 


Saturos holds out a hand and gestures sweepingly. “We can 
go anywhere you want, Felix. We'll stay in Vale as long as 
you'd like and when you're ready to leave again, you need 
only to pick a direction and that’s where we'll go.” 


It sounds so simple when he says it - and, Felix thinks 
secretively to himself, so tempting too, to be able to go 


anywhere at all, to be able to go everywhere - and while 
most of Felix is relieved to hear it, to hear that Saturos has 
no expectation that Felix’s life will be tied down to Prox and 
his person leashed within its snowy landscape, he still feels 
the need to press, “And if I’m never ready to leave again? If | 
never want to leave Vale? What then?” 


Saturos’ lips twitch a little, like he can read Felix’s mind and 
already knows Felix doesn’t mean it. 


“The world is such a large place, Felix. Is staying in one very 
small corner of it honestly what you want the rest of our 
lives to be like?” Saturos lets the smile spread then, a small 
amused little expression on his face. “If a life in Vale seems 
attractive now, it’s only because you miss it so much, but 
spend a few months or a year there and you'll feel as 
trapped in Vale as you do in Prox now.” 


“You don’t know that,” Felix protests, but it sounds 
halfhearted even to his own ears. 


Even when Felix was just a boy, he used to stare outside the 
gates of Vale wondering about what lie on the other side. His 
most vivid daydreams were always of adventuring beyond 
those gates to find out - to see the places he only ever read 
about in books or heard about from Kraden’s stories, to meet 
people who were true strangers to him and not ones he’d 
already known since birth, to see the ocean and to climb 
mountains and to do things that weren’t possible in the tiny 
village he’d always lived in. 


A great many of Felix’s daydreams involved doing this with 
his sister or his friends but a great many more involved 
setting off on his own and meeting his soulmate along the 
way and being able to do those sorts of things with them, to 
Share those experiences with the person who fate had 


decided to make his match, to maybe - hopefully - grow to 
like them, to love them, in the process. 


In light of where Felix is now, he’s reminded starkly of the 
little game he and Jenna used to play late at night when she 
couldn't sleep or when they didn’t have lessons or chores 
and just needed to whittle down some time. 


| wish | had a new dress, Jenna would say and Felix would 
reply, Granted but the dress is infested with lice that spread 
to your hair and mother has to shear it all off. Then while 
Jenna was still scrunching up her nose with disgust Felix 
would say / wish dinner was ready and Jenna, laughing, 
would tell him Granted but father made lamb again and 
you'll have to clean your whole plate because you'll never 
hurt his feelings and tell him how much you hate it! 


Felix had always wanted to leave Vale, had always wanted to 
find his soulmate, had always wanted to see the world with 
them and now that Felix has gotten two of the things he’s 
always wanted and is being offered the third, none of 
getting what he wanted is happening in the way he wanted 
it to. 


That was the point of his and Jenna’s game, of course: 
making a wish and getting it granted but in such a way that 
you'd wish it had never been granted at all. 


Felix doesn’t think he’d go as far as to say he wishes he’d 
never met Saturos, only that he wishes he could have met 
him in a different way, without this quest and the fate of 
Weyard hanging over their heads, without the man holding 
his parents hostage, holding him hostage. Felix doesn’t trick 
himself into thinking Saturos would be all that different 
then, but the situation would be, and he imagines that 
would make a difference, would make him more... inclined to 


Saturos, more soft on him, that it would make him less weary 
and less wary of tricks and danger lurking around every 
word out of Saturos’ mouth. 


Felix doesn’t know if that would be a good thing or not - to 
have met Saturos without knowing what the man is capable 
of, without feeling the need to be careful around him, to be 
wary - but he wishes he could have found out all the same. 


He thinks about hostages and choices, about hostages 
without choices, and bites down on the inside of his cheek 
just hard enough to feel the pain before releasing it. He 
looks up at Saturos, at the calm blankness of his face so at 
odds with the glittering sharpness in his gaze as he stares 
steadily back at Felix. 


“And in this future you imagine, it’s always we and us ?” 
Felix asks. “What if | want to stay in Vale and | want you to 
go somewhere else?” 


What if | don’t want you? is what Felix means and they both 
know it. 


Saturos doesn’t smile or smirk, doesn’t make a cutting 
remark or laugh. He just holds Felix in his sight and states 
like a fact, “You're mine, Felix. After our quest is done, l'Il let 
you choose where we go and what we do, I'll show you the 
world and see to it that anything in it that you want is yours, 
but you’re mine and that isn’t going to change. | promise 
that l'II give you a choice about everything else within 
reason, but you will never have a choice about that.” 


One day Felix will learn to stop asking questions he already 
knows the answer to. He’ll figure out that hearing those 
answers said out loud is never worth it and that it’ll never 
grant him anything close to resembling a peace of mind the 


way his treacherous instincts keep telling him that getting 
things out in the open and talking about them should. 


Today, however, Felix sits there in front of his soulmate 
somehow feeling both more and less like a prisoner than he 
ever has since he first opened his eyes to find Saturos at his 
side, at a total loss for what the right thing to say to him 
could be. 


There is no right thing to say, he thinks with dawning 
finality, there’s nothing you can say to someone telling you 
how things are going to be and making it clear you don’t 
have any say about it. 


Felix pushes his chair back abruptly - pushes it away from 
Saturos’ hovering body and the heat coming off of it, away 
from his cold and cutting eyes. Felix stands up and looks 
pointedly away from the man still sitting on the edge of the 
table just a few feet away from him, but it feels like miles of 
distance compared to how close they were before. 


“I’m going to go see my parents,” Felix says, voice as calm 
and steady as the flickers in the fireplace his gaze is fixed on 
across the room. “And you’re not going to come with me.” 


Saturos doesn’t reply immediately and Felix doesn’t realize 
until one beat of silence passes and then two that he was 
expecting to hear a quick denial, an unequivocal no, an 
absolutely not and a laugh on the side that said that he was 
foolish for even suggesting it. 


But Saturos doesn’t say no and he doesn’t laugh. 


” 


Saturos says, “Alright, Felix,” in a voice just aS unwavering, 
just as purposefully inflectionless, as Felix’s own. “I think 
you’re capable of taking a short walk across the way on your 
own.” 


Felix resists the urge to say thank you. He turns on his heel 
without looking back at Saturos or saying another word and 
makes his way to the door. 


He’s right there, his hand on the knob, when Saturos calls to 
him, “Wait.” 


And Felix stops. Stops with his hand still grasping the 
doorknob, stops and thinks to himself of course it wouldn’t 
be so easy , stops and stands staring at the wood as he 
hears Saturos behind him getting up from his seat on the 
table and his footsteps approaching Felix from behind until 
they stop again. 


Warmth suddenly wraps itself around Felix’s shoulders, a 
soft but noticeable weight settling down on him and then 
floating around him. A sensation so gentle it’s nearly violent 
in its tenderness. 


His cloak, Felix realizes. It’s his cloak that he took off when 
he first came in. 


“Wouldn’t want you to freeze, now would we?” Saturos 
murmurs. His hands come around Felix’s throat to deftly lock 
the clasp that keeps the cloak together and when their work 
is done, they brush against the sides of his neck and smooth 
down the fabric at his shoulders before they leave him 
entirely with nothing but the cloak itself still clinging to him 
and the raised flesh on his arms and shiver up his spine to 
remind him they were ever there in the first place. 


“Be back before it gets dark, won’t you?” Saturos says, still 
so quietly. “I’d hate to get worried and have to come looking 
for you.” 


Felix swallows. His hand feels slick with sweat where it grips 
at the metal of the doorknob. He knows if he turns around 


now, his body will be close enough to Saturos’ for them to 
touch, for them to--- 


“I'll be back before dark,” Felix says softly, and then he 
opens the door only as much as he needs to in order to slip 
out through the crack and closes it behind him with a light 
Click still without turning to look. 


He stands there for a moment letting the frigid air settle 
around him, his cloak doing only so much to block it out, 
and breathes in so deeply that his nose and throat sting 
from the cold of it. He looks up at the blankets of dingy grey- 
white clouds blotting out the sky and his eyes follow the 
flutter of snowflakes from it down to the ground. 


Felix starts walking, his mind focused all the while on the 
fact that he’s doing so alone. 


